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Abstract

India has a long history of co-existence of multiple languages, ethnici-
ties, cultures and religions, all growing alongside one another. The di-
versities help to strengthen the multilingual and multicultural charac-
ter of India as a nation. However, due to some problematic approaches
prevalent in various parts of the society, the survival and sustenance
of the non-dominant languages and language varieties becomes a chal-
lenge. Even for the speakers of Bengali – one of the scheduled lan-
guages of India having a speaker strength of more than 95 million
speakers – this pressure is seen to be exerted through various activi-
ties. This paper attempts to study some of the challenges faced by the
non-dominant languages and language varieties in India. It will par-
ticularly focus on the complex nature of language grouping in India,
the monolingual approach of language policies in the state and in edu-
cational institutions, and problems of parochialism in some cases of
language activism.

1. Grouping and labelling of language varieties

The notions of ‘language’ and ‘language variety’, convenient as they may

sound, are rather difficult to define in purely linguistic or even sociolinguistic

terms (cf., Haugen, 1966; Hudson, 1996; Chambers and Trudgill, 2004). Com-

monly recognised factors such as prestige, mutual intelligibility, political

boundaries, etc., are often inadequate for distinguishing between a language

and a language variety. The problems of classifying languages and grouping

language varieties under them are particularly relevant in the multilingual

context of India, with 121 recognised and many more unrecognized languages

(Census 2011). India’s cultural and linguistic diversity is well captured in the

common saying -- kos-kos par badle paani, chaar kos par baani (literally: ‘the water
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changes every two miles, the language changes every eight miles’). If one trav-

els by road from one point of the country to the other, there are no noticeable

linguistic differences that distinguish one area from the adjacent ones. While

there appears to be a seamless transition between the different language varie-

ties spoken in adjacent geographical areas, the difficulties in comprehension

become greater with the increase in geographical distance. With heightened

differences, the language varieties lying on the extreme points of a scale end

up being mutually unintelligible. A clear boundary between languages in objec-

tive terms, already a difficult task, is more complex in the context of India with

its vibrant diversity.

The Linguistic Survey of India conducted between 1894-1903, led by Sir

George Abraham Grierson, reported 179 languages and 544 dialects spoken in

India. The People’s Linguistic Survey of India (2010-2012) reported the exis-

tence of 780 languages (without making a distinction between language and

dialect). The Ethnologue classified 447 languages in India (Jolad and Agarwal,

2021). The categorisation of different language varieties has been a matter of

controversy for a long time (cf., Beams, 1872: 96; Grierson, 1883-87, 1903; Chat-

terji, 1970; Cardona, 1974; Dass, 1976; Jeffers, 1976; Tiwari, 2001).

The Eighth Schedule of the Indian constitution lists twenty-two lan-

guages, without mentioning anything about their exact status. However, these

languages enjoy some official status and prestige as the ‘scheduled languages’

of India. The ‘non-scheduled languages’ in the Indian census consist of ninety-

nine languages. Other than these, the category – “Total of other languages” –

includes all other languages and mother tongues that have less than 10,000

speakers. Each of the twenty-two scheduled languages have ‘mother tongues’

grouped under them in the Indian census. These ‘mother tongues’ are not con-

sidered separate languages but varieties of the language under which they are

grouped. The largest of such groups with fifty-six mother tongues are classified

under Hindi, followed by Odia which consists of more than eight mother

tongues (for further discussion on this issue see Ghosh, 2012, p. 439). Similarly,

the non-scheduled languages also have some ‘mother tongues’ grouped under

them. The speakers’ strengths of the languages that are grouped under the

scheduled and non-scheduled languages category are varied. For instance,

Maithili, a language listed under eighth schedule since 2003 (previously it was a

mother tongue under Hindi), has a speakers’ strength of 13.5 million, whereas

Bhojpuri and Rajasthani, having a speakers’ strength of 50 million and 20 mil-

lion respectively, are grouped as mother tongues under Hindi. In addition, San-
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skrit, which is also a scheduled language has a speakers’ strength of 24,821.

These categorisation and labelling practices demonstrate how the decision to

group a dialect under a particular language is more social and political rather

than linguistic (Spolsky, 1998).

The Indian constitution has another label of – ‘official languages’ – which

allots a special status to Hindi and English. Additionally, there are various

other official and additional official languages identified for the different In-

dian states, which include languages from both scheduled and non-scheduled

categories. While on one hand, the speakers of such languages are given recog-

nition, their functionality is often undefined and restricted. The number and

selection of such languages are also often variable and politically determined.

In West Bengal, for example, the West Bengal Official Language Act, 1961 laid

out the languages to be used for official purposes of the state. Bengali and Eng-

lish were the two official languages of the state at that time. Later at different

points in time, other official languages were added with various amendments

to this Act. At present the number of additional official languages in Bengal

stands at eleven, namely, Nepali, Urdu, Hindi, Odia, Santali, Punjabi, Kamtapuri, Ra-

jbanshi, Kurmali, Kurukh and Telugu.

Nepali, in addition to Bengali, was stated as the official language in three

hill subdivisions of the Darjeeling district, namely Darjeeling, Kalimpong and

Kurseong in the Official Language Act 1961. In 2011, six languages were granted

official status in the state, namely, Nepali, Urdu, Hindi, Odia, Santali and Punjabi

(Roy, 2011). Nepali – which was earlier given an official status only in the dis-

trict of Darjeeling – later became an additional official language of the state

(Biswas, 2017). Kurukh was given an official status in 2017 (Srivastava, 2017).

Kamtapuri, Rajbanshi and Kurmali were added as additional official languages

under the Official Language Act 2018. Telugu has been the eleventh language to

be declared as an additional official language in the year 2020 (ETV Bharat,

2020). Compared to the national classification, these ‘official languages’ have

various status. According to the Census, Santali is a scheduled language,

whereas Rajbangshi is classified as a ‘mother tongue’ under Bengali, and Ku-

rukh is listed under the non-scheduled languages. Santali has a developed

script of its own known as ‘Ol Chiki’ which is now widely used to write Santali in

India. ‘Tolong Siki’ besides Devanagari is used to write Kurukh, Bengali-

Assamese script is used to write Rajbangshi. Related to the complex practice of

grouping of languages in India, there is the issue of language-based state

boundaries. State boundaries in India are created primarily based on language
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(Report of the States Reorganisation Commission, 1955). This naturally pre-

sents its own difficulties as it is quite impossible to assign separate states for

each of those numerous languages (cf., Kulkarni-Joshi, 2019). Moreover, many

language communities (e.g., Urdu) are not restricted to a single geographical

area. Besides the linguistic considerations, there are other political or adminis-

trative factors that call for separate states in the country. Demands for sepa-

rate states for separate languages (or language varieties) leading to instances

of violence and disruption of daily lives are often witnessed in the country. The

earliest instance of such cases is the creation of the state of Andhra Pradesh for

the Telegu-speaking people, which resulted in a movement where the leader of

the agitation, Potti Sriramulu, did an indefinite fast unto death in 1952 (Singh,

2021).

The reorganisation of states based on language has a subsequent effect

on the numerous mother tongues that are homogenised under the dominant

languages. A much greater instance of homogenisation is seen in the case of

the language Hindi which incorporates 56 mother tongues under it. The rec-

ommendation of the Report of the Official Language Commission (1955) stated

a progressive use of Hindi in place of English in various functions of the central

government (indiansaga.info, 2000). Suniti Kumar Chatterji however opposed

this recommendation as such a move was likely to create confusion and disrupt

the process of national integration. (Gahatraj, no date)

2. Monolingual ideology

An important factor affecting the status of non-dominant languages and

language varieties is the ideological orientation of language policies as well as

language movements in India which have been largely monolingual. Though

there are some provisions in the language policies about conserving diversity,

the attitude of the policymakers towards diversity since independence has

been less than favourable (Ghosh, 2018). There are several instances from our

history where the enforcement of monolingual policies has resulted in violent

agitations (Pisharoty, 2017; Venkatesh, 2018; Ravikumar, 2018). More recently,

the nationalist policy of promoting Hindi as one language above others which

can unite the citizens of the country and can stand as the cultural symbol of

India has been manifested in the drafting of a bill that makes Hindi a manda-

tory third language in schools across the country (Draft National Education

Policy, 2019). Championed in the name of harmony and integration, more often

than not these attempts of homogenisation and language dominance end up in
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discordance and disputes (BBC, 2019; Rastogi / Anwer, 2019; IANS, 2019). Con-

secutive backlashes from the people later made the ministry make quick

changes in its draft policy stating – “there will be no attempt to make the lan-

guage mandatory” rather “the students will be given flexibility over choice of

language under the three-language model in schools.” (Gohain, 2019; Times of

India, 2019).

Just like the policymakers, a coercive approach can be noted among some

of the language activists who participate in the various language movements

that take place in the country. The attitude of a section of language activists of

locally dominant language borders on parochialism. Here the enthusiastic ac-

tivism towards the maintenance of the local language is directed towards those

who do not speak that language, but rather live in an area where their mother

tongue is not the majority language. In other words, such activism demands

that speakers of all other languages (other than the one that is spoken by the

majority in the locality in which they reside), either adopt the majority lan-

guages or at least accept their dominance. In this context, it is important to

note that the state division in India, though based primarily on language, is not

based solely on languages. There were geographical, historic and other consid-

erations. It has never been stated that the only legitimate residents of a state

are the dominant language speakers.

In an attempt to promote the local languages against the imposition of

more dominant languages such as Hindi, they often end up demanding that all

inhabitants of a state adopt the majority language at the cost of their native

languages (PTI, 2018; Special Correspondent, 2020; Bongal Kheda, 2021). The

problems with these ill-informed and at times not very well-intentioned

movements are that they do more harm than good to the language they claim

to promote, and enormous harm to the people of those language communities

they choose to dominate. As a result, this vitiates the atmosphere of the state

for all who live in it, irrespective of their language background.

Language activism takes a form of aggressive linguistic nationalism, at

times resorting to physical violence. Instances of such violent agitation is wit-

nessed in Mumbai (Deshpande, 2017), parts of Assam (Ghosh, 2003) as well as

various other parts of India. In many such agitative actions, no effort is made

to ensure that language is maintained within the language community, but all

efforts are made towards ascertaining the fact that the members of other lin-

guistic communities accept the language that is spoken by the majority as one

that is of higher importance.
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For the endangered and non-dominant languages, consequence of such

monolingual ideology is seen in reduced functionality and lessened inter-

generational transmission of the language. In such cases, it is often seen that

the language speakers claim a strong symbolic identification with their lan-

guage and culture, but often their association seems to be weakened when it

comes to passing on their native language to their next generation speakers or

even using them in intimate conversation. One of the domains in which lan-

guage is maintained among the endangered languages can be seen in the per-

formances of various cultural and ritualistic practices of the community. These

events are generally undertaken by elderly people who are hired to perform

the particular ritualistic practice of the community, for example, housewarm-

ing ceremonies, birth and death rituals, marriage etc. Such domains are the

places where the influence of the dominant language is seen to be restricted. A

similar example is also seen in the case of the many language varieties that are

covered under the umbrella of Hindi. Well thought out language activism

should aim to encourage the spread of language use in different domains

within the community, and not demand that they adopt the locally dominant

language.

India as a nation has consistently adopted a nationalist policy that pro-

motes one single language, i.e., Hindi over others. The promotion of Hindi as a

language and as a cultural symbol of India and its adverse effect on non-

dominant indigenous languages deserves a more extensive discussion. Here we

would like to give one quote from Ambedkar’s writings on the Linguistic States

to represent this attitude in early nationalist leaders.

“One State, one language” is a universal feature of almost every State.
Examine the constitution of Germany, examine the constitution of
France, examine the constitution of Italy, examine the constitution of
England, and examine the constitution of the U.S.A. "one State, one
language " is the rule.
One language can unite people. Two languages are sure to divide peo-
ple. This is an inexorable law. Culture is conserved by language. Since
Indians wish to unite and develop a common culture it is the bounden
duty of all Indians to own up Hindi as their language.”

He goes on to write that ‘another reason why it is necessary to adopt the

rule of "one State, one language" is that it is the only solvent to racial and cul-

tural conflicts’. History of adoption of the One State one language rule in India

as well as South Asia has shown that language is capable of adding to the exist-
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ing conflicts or of bringing out conflicts of its own. The successive govern-

ments in India, however, have chosen to treat diversity as an inexorable prob-

lem and promotion of monolingual policies in the form of various kinds of

promotions for Hindi as the solution. The recent recommendation regarding

the National Education Policy reflects the above-mentioned ideology. Instances

of promoting Hindi repeatedly in the non-Hindi speaking states have fre-

quently occurred in our country, to the extent that the Gujarat high court –

while passing an observation in the year 2012 in a case, said that “Hindi is a

foreign language for Gujaratis” also highlighting that the state government run

primary schools teaching in Gujarati (Times of India, 2012).

At the level of the state such policies and the subsequent protests have

also been witnessed by the people of West Bengal. In the year 2017 the state

administration decided to make the learning of Bengali compulsory in all

schools of the state from class 1 to 10. However, the decision was vehemently

opposed by the people of the northern part of West Bengal – the hill area – for

whom the language Bengali seemed foreign and dominating. Keeping in mind

the sensitivities of the issues involving the hill folks, this decision quite pre-

dictably provoked backlash and the Gorkha Janamukti Morcha (GJM) (a politi-

cal party of the hills) described the decision of the government as one that of

“language imperialism” (Mukherjee, 2017).

3. Approaches adopted in educational institutions

In the middle of the debate about the imposition of Hindi as a part of the

continuation of the three-language formula, one of the important factors

which has appeared to be side-lined is that the draft of the National Education

Policy (NEP) also proposes to make English “available and taught in a high-

quality manner at all government and non-government schools.” Calling Eng-

lish the language of the elite, the NEP committee states that “there has been an

unfortunate trend in schools and society towards English as a medium of in-

struction and as a medium of conversation and the reason being…since inde-

pendence, the economic elite of India have adopted English as their lan-

guage…” (Gohain, 2019). This admiration for the language has in a way limited

the prospects of a large part of society who have been far away from the lan-

guage of the “good life”. It has reduced the chances of availing better opportu-

nities for many who are not proficient in the language. Hence, the proposal of

providing high-quality teaching facilities in English at all government and non-

government schools is focused with renewed interest and vigour. Propagation
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and promotion of the English language are frequently seen in a section of edu-

cational institutes across the country. In some English medium schools in Kol-

kata, instances of physical coercion are often witnessed where children are ei-

ther beaten, fined or punished in different ways if they are caught committing

the crime of speaking in their own mother tongue, i.e., Bengali, within the

school premises. The attitude of the school authorities in inflicting various

forms of punishment upon the students stigmatises them for speaking their

native tongue, which is usually Bengali – a language which is far from an en-

dangered language.

Bengali has an officially recognised status as one of the 22 languages

listed in the eighth schedule of the Indian constitution. It is the second most

widely spoken language in India with a long and very rich history of literary

and cultural tradition. The teachers in such schools perhaps try to follow the

established method of teaching as best as they can. One of the methods fol-

lowed popularly all over the world by English Language Teaching (ELT) practi-

tioners is called the immersion programme – which is similar to the recom-

mendation given in the old adage about “living, speaking and dreaming in Eng-

lish” in order to properly learn the language. The teachers here try to create an

atmosphere in which they think that the student has the best chance of devel-

oping skills in an important language.

This paper in no way claims that English is not an important language

and that it is to be learned casually. The language is immensely important not

just because India is a post-colonial nation, or because its importance has in-

creased manifold after globalisation, but English, for historical reasons, is often

essential for social standing and for procuring a reasonably good life that the

NEP talks about. This language also acts as a window to the world of knowl-

edge. Having a proficiency in the language increases the academic and profes-

sional choices for a student. Learning this language is necessary. However,

linking the learning of English with a disdain instilled in the students for all

other languages, including one’s mother tongue, is unnecessary and creates

problems on many levels. The approach adopted by these schools comes from

the ignorance of the fact that it is seen in a lot of research that primary educa-

tion in the medium of a mother tongue is essential for the cognitive develop-

ment of children (cf., Buhmann / Trudell, 2008). Connected to the problematic

approach of the educational institutions, is the general attitude of the non-

dominant language community members towards English. Parents often seek

out schools with English as medium of instruction for their children, irrespec-
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tive of the quality of schools and in spite of the high expenses of most of such

schools. Unreasonable admiration towards a dominant language especially in a

post-colonial nation (Heugh, 2002) is common throughout the world. The ex-

traordinary deference towards English as a language of colonial legacy and the

language of a ‘good life’ in a globalised era, is a kind of deference that can in-

fluence the individual into making choices that are not to their own benefit.

This biased admiration for English can also be seen in the choice of lan-

guage used by parents while communicating with their children in the home

domain. In many households, we can see parents voluntarily talking to their

children in English and not in their mother tongue, which according to them

will enable their children to learn and perform better in school and also stay

ahead of their peers. Whereas speaking in their native tongue may disrupt

their children’s ability to learn English in a better way. Needless to say, this

approach is not conducive to the sustenance of non-dominant languages in

India.

4. Conclusion

If we look at the scenario of non-dominant languages in India there are

certain factors in the environment that guide, motivate or push members of

the non-dominant language community for a shift to the more dominant vari-

ety. The official grouping of languages or language varieties, complex as it is by

its very nature, is largely guided by a nationalist and monolingual ideology,

which views diversity as a problem. The same approach is seen in various lan-

guage related policies. The approach of some language movements is also mo-

tivated by domination over other locally non-dominant languages. Addition-

ally, some educational institutions, work actively towards instilling a sense of

fear and prejudice in the psyche of the students against non-dominant lan-

guages including the students mother tongues.

Such approaches create an unfavourable environment for all the existing

non-dominant languages. With the given multilingual reality, where privileges

are given to the dominant languages with official recognition, many minority

and non-dominant language speakers are deprived of important linguistic

rights, motivations and incentives required for their survival. In such an envi-

ronment, an ideological shift in the approaches associated with the non-

dominant languages and language varieties is of utmost importance for the

sustenance and survival of non-dominant languages.
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